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P a g e  3 2 I s s u e  8 3 A u t u m n  1 9 9 7 M y th lo r e
T h e  U lt im a te  T im e  T r a v e l  M a c h in e
D e v i n  B r o w n
The sum m er 1996 Mythlore (Issue 81) carried an article 
entitled "Time Travel" in which Rhona Beare provides 
an interesting and well-documented catalogue of early time 
travel stories as well as incidences of time travel in the work 
of Williams, Lewis, and Tolkien. The article's conclusion 
touches on a point of particular significance for Tolkien 
studies, a point which deserves further consideration.
Beare concludes her essay by  raising a question that 
challenges one of Tolkien's fundam ental principles re­
garding the function of fairy stories:
Apart from Faustus, I do not know any story of time 
travel earlier than the 19th century. Yet Tolkien in his essay 
on fairy stories (in Tree and Leaf) says that the desire "to 
survey the depths of space and time" is one of the "primor­
dial human desires" that magic exists to satisfy . . . .  If he is 
right in thinking that stories of time travel satisfy a primor­
dial human desire, why was no such story written till the 19th 
century? (34)
The article is correct in suggesting that Tolkien be­
lieved tim e travel stories capable of satisfying this ancient 
hum an  desire "to survey the depths of space and time." 
H ow ever, in  its im plication that Tolkien w ould  view  time 
travel stories as the sole m eans of satisfying this particular 
desire, it m ay be focusing too narrow ly, and in  doing so 
m isses the m uch broader sense and  significance of his 
intent.
Tolkien devoted m uch of his w ell-know n essay to the 
effect a fairy story has on its audience. "The magic of 
Faerie is n o t an end  in  itself," he writes, "its virtue is in its 
operations" (41). H e m aintains that one of the defining 
qualities of the fairy story is its ability to transport the 
reader outside of tim e to realm s otherw ise inaccessible. 
These stories "open a door on O ther Time, and  if we pass 
through, though only for a m om ent, w e stand  outside our 
ow n tim e, outside Time itself, m aybe" (56). Here Tolkien 
is no t so m uch interested in  the travel or transport of some 
story character th rough  time, b u t rather w ith the transport 
of the reader. The focus here is no t on the satisfaction of the 
protagonist's  prim ordial desires, b u t those of the story's 
audience.
O ne of Tolkien's criteria in  judging a fairy-story is its 
ability to satisfy
... certain primordial human desires. One of these desires is 
to survey the depths of space and time. Another is (as will be 
seen) to hold communion with other living things. A story 
may thus deal with the satisfaction of these desires, with o r 
without the operation of either machine or magic, and in 
proportion as it succeeds it will approach the quality and 
h a v e  th e  f la v o u r  of fairy-story. (41)
Paul Kocher m akes a compelling argum ent that M iddle
earth  is in  fact northw estern  Europe, m uch changed by  the 
passing of "eons" of w ind  and w ave (4). A  tale set in  the 
far d istant past, as Tolkien's was, transports us to a far 
aw ay tim e w ithout a m achine; and  although m agic is used 
by  w izards and elves once we are there, the story allows 
us to m ove through tim e w ith  no  other sorcery than  the 
magic of its creator's imagination.
Thus, the story itself becomes the ultim ate tim e travel 
machine, allowing us "to survey the depths of space and 
tim e" hobbit-style, w ithout having to leave the snug  com­
fort of our easy chair. A nd the answ er to the question 
posed at the end of Beare's article is tha t there w ere many 
stories w ritten  before the 19th century w hich take their 
readers back in  time, including such notew orthy examples 
as The Epic of Gilgamesh — a tale of events that transpired  
700 years before its composition, H om er's Iliad and  Odys­
sey — stories from  the G reeks' h ighly  m ythologized past, 
and the first chapter of Genesis—a narrative that takes its 
readers th rough tim e allowing them  to be p resent "in the 
beginning." W
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